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      “If I ask Santa to bring me my daddy for Christmas, will he know who to bring?”

      My hands freeze mid-fold on the blouse I’m packing.

      I knew this would be coming someday. Melody sits cross-legged on my bedroom floor, her tiny fingers working to untangle the string of silver tinsel she’s pulled from the box of decorations I let her explore while I pack.

      “What do you mean, sweet pea?” The words scrape my throat raw despite my attempt at casual conversation. My heart pounds against my ribs as I place the folded blouse into my suitcase with exaggerated precision.

      Melody tilts her head, her copper curls falling across her forehead in a way so reminiscent of him my chest constricts.

      The tinsel glimmers in her small hands, catching light from the bedside lamp, almost mocking me with its festive sparkle.

      “Santa knows everything important,” I say. “But Christmas wishes are special, and sometimes they take a different kind of magic.” My voice sounds hollow even to me.

      Melody nods, accepting my non-answer. “Like your magic computer makes stories?” She points toward my laptop on the nightstand.

      “Something like that.” Guilt rises in my throat. “Speaking of stories, I need to finish packing for my work trip. Can you help me by putting those decorations back in the box? We’ll hang them when I get back on Sunday.”

      She carefully returns the tinsel to the cardboard box, her small face scrunched in concentration. “Will you come home in time to make Christmas cookies with me and Aunt Jen?”

      “Absolutely,” I promise. Three days to fly to Chicago, interview the band—interview him—and return without letting the carefully constructed wall between my two worlds collapse. “I’ll be back before you can sing ‘Jingle Bells’ twenty times.”

      She giggles. “So many jingle bells!”

      I press a kiss to the top of her head. The scent of her strawberry shampoo centers me.

      My phone vibrates with a text from Jen. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Jen: On my way. Traffic on Main St because of the Christmas parade. 10 mins.

      

      

      

      

      

      My eyes dart to the half-packed suitcase, the scattered toiletries on my dresser, the notebook containing every professional question I could ask Hollow Reign without betraying my history with their lead singer. Every possible question except the one which burns inside me: why wasn’t I enough to make him stay?

      Eight months at Rhythm Magazine—the job that finally gave me financial stability after years of struggling to support Melody through freelance work. The health insurance, the steady paycheck, the ability to afford our small house outside Nashville… it all came from this job.

      Melody tugs my sleeve. “Can Mr. Whiskers come to Aunt Jen’s house?” She holds up her stuffed cat, worn from years of cuddles.

      “Of course Mr. Whiskers can come,” I say, gathering my toiletry bag from the bathroom. “He’d miss the sleepover otherwise.”

      My phone buzzes again. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Jen: Here!

      

      

      

      

      

      “Aunt Jen’s here!” I announce with deliberate cheer. “Time to grab your backpack.”

      Melody races to her room while I zip my suitcase closed, mentally reviewing my checklist. Chargers, notebook, press credentials, anxiety medication. Everything I need to face the man who broke my heart and remains unaware he has a daughter.

      By the time we reach the living room, Jen has let herself in with her spare key. She stands surveying our half-decorated Christmas tree with a critical eye.

      “You know,” she says as a greeting, “most people finish their trees before Christmas.”

      “Most people don’t raise children alone while juggling deadlines and surprise work trips,” I counter, managing a genuine smile for her.

      Jen pulls me into a hug. “You okay?” she whispers, her voice too low for Melody to hear.

      I nod against her shoulder, unwilling to trust my voice.

      “AUNT JEN!” Melody barrels into the room, backpack bouncing, Mr. Whiskers clutched in one hand. “Mommy says we can make Christmas cookies when she comes home!”

      Jen kneels to Melody’s level. “Absolutely! What if we make practice cookies at my house? To make sure we get the recipe perfect for Mommy.”

      Melody’s eyes widen with delight. “Practice cookies! Yes!”

      My phone chirps. “My ride’s here.” I kneel beside Melody, smoothing her curls. “Be good for Aunt Jen, okay? I’ll call you tonight before bedtime.”

      Her small arms wrap around my neck, squeezing with surprising strength. “I love you to the moon,” she whispers.

      “And back again,” I finish, swallowing past the tightness in my throat. “And every star in between.”

      Jen squeezes my arm as I stand. “Don’t worry about anything here. We’ve got everything covered.”

      “Thank you,” I mouth, grabbing my suitcase and heading for the door.

      “Mommy?” Melody calls after me. I turn, one hand on the doorknob. “If you see Santa, can you tell him about my Christmas wish? To make sure?”

      The innocent request cuts deep. I watch the house disappear along with Melody and Jen. To hell with my boss, I can’t do this.

      My phone pings with my boarding pass notification. No turning back now.
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      Adrenaline buzzes through the backstage area as I drag a towel across my sweat-slicked neck. The roar of five thousand Chicago fans echoes in my ears, their energy lingering like an unresolved chord. Tonight’s show—our last performance before the Christmas break—delivered everything a rock star craves: screaming crowds, perfect acoustics, and that high no substance could ever match.

      Casey tosses me a bottle of water, his bleached curls peeking out from under his beanie. “Fucking killed it tonight. That extended solo during ‘Midnight Confessions’ nearly took the roof off.”

      I catch the bottle one-handed and drain half in a single gulp. “The crowd deserved something special. Last show of the year.”

      Theo nods from his corner, sprawled across the leather couch as he scrolls through social media. “Crowd energy was insane. Already trending on three platforms.”

      “Almost makes me sad to be heading home tomorrow.” Liam tucks his drumsticks into his pocket.

      “Speaking of tomorrow,” Casey flops into an armchair, legs sprawled. “Party at my place as soon as we land in LA. Already told my guy to stock the bar and fill the hot tub.”

      “Count me in.” Theo’s deep voice rumbles as he pulls off his boots. “Need to wash off this tour grime with expensive liquor and questionable decisions.”

      “Actually,” Liam says, “I’m heading to Arizona. My flight to Phoenix is tomorrow morning.”

      Casey stares like Liam announced he’s joining a monastery. “Arizona? For what possible reason?”

      “Family.” Liam flips his drumsticks between nimble fingers. “I promised I’d be home for Christmas this year. Besides, I miss the desert during the holidays.”

      “Family,” Casey repeats with exaggerated disgust. “Overrated. Present company excluded, of course.”

      The word family catches me off guard as I think about the last Christmas I spent in Nashville five years ago.

      Her face surfaces—not the blurred impression I allow myself after midnight shows, but the full-resolution memory of her smile on Christmas morning. The delicate curve of her lips parting in surprise at the antique music box. Those honey-brown eyes reflecting multicolored lights from her tiny apartments tree.

      Rachel, our tour manager and newly appointed CEO of Left Turn Records, pokes her head into the dressing room. Her sharp bob swings precisely at chin level as she surveys us with her trademark blend of efficiency and disdain.

      “Great show tonight, boys. Phoenix, need you for a press thing real quick.”

      “Now?” The damp towel lands in a hamper with a soft thud. “We finished thirty seconds ago. Can’t it wait until tomorrow? I’m wiped.”

      “Editor from Rhythm Magazine is adamant. Year-end feature, apparently a big deal.” Rachel’s perfectly arched eyebrow lifts in a way that offers no room for argument. “Ten minutes, tops. Green room.”

      “Fine. I’ll make it quick.” My leather jacket slides off the hook, irritation prickling under my skin. “Must be my Christmas spirit,” I add, avoiding Casey’s gaze.

      The green room waits at the end of the corridor, its door slightly ajar. Outside, a woman’s voice drifts through the gap. Soft, melodic and somehow familiar in a way that tightens my chest.

      I push the door open, impatient to get this interview over with. “Let’s make this fast. I have a⁠—”

      The words evaporate.

      She stands near the window, copper hair falling past her shoulders, phone pressed to her ear. At the sound of my voice, she turns.

      The world stops spinning.

      Elle.

      Her hair falls shorter now than during our time together, and she carries herself with a professional confidence absent before. But those eyes—warm amber with flecks of gold—remain unchanged.

      My pulse hammers against my ribs.

      Elle freezes before turning to her phone call.

      “I have to go now,” she says, her voice tight with tension. She disconnects, sliding the phone into her pocket with deliberate calm.

      “Phoenix.” My name on her lips sounds both achingly familiar and strangely distant.

      “What are you doing here, Elle?” My voice emerges neutral despite the storm churning beneath.

      “My job.” She gestures to her press badge. “I write for Rhythm now.”

      “Rhythm Magazine.” I shake my head, disbelief coloring my words. “Never would have pegged you for a corporate girl.”

      Elle’s eyes flash with something before hardening again. “Well, we all can’t run off without a care in the world. Some of us had responsibilities to consider.”

      The barb finds its target with perfect accuracy. I step forward, lowering my voice. “Elle, that’s not fair. You know why I needed to⁠—”

      Liam pokes his head into the green room. “A storm system’s moving in.”

      “What?” Elle’s professional composure fractures slightly. She checks the weather on her phone and an expression of horror crosses her face.
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      Twelve to eighteen inches across the Chicago metro area. O’Hare has already announced a ground stop effective immediately, with most airlines canceling flights through tomorrow morning. Interstate closures are expected by noon as this system intensifies.

      My stomach drops as the implications crystallize. Stranded in Chicago. Missing Christmas with Melody.

      “No.” The word escapes as a whisper, too soft for anyone to hear over the worried murmurs filling the space. “No, no, no.”

      Phoenix glances down, something unfamiliar flickering in his eyes. “Your flight?”

      “I’m supposed to leave in the morning.” My voice sounds distant to my own ears as panic builds, a high-pitched whine drowning out rational thought. “I can’t—I have to get home. I promised.”

      His hand settles on my elbow, the contact electric even through layers of fabric. “Hey, breathe. We’ll figure something out.”

      “There’s nothing to figure out.” My words tumble faster as the reality cements. “If planes aren’t flying, they aren’t flying. I’ll miss—” I catch myself before Melody’s name escapes. “Christmas preparations. Important ones.”

      Phoenix pulls his phone out of his pocket, pressing it to his ear. “Rachel,” he murmurs, releasing my arm to answer. “Hey, what’s the word on our charter?”

      His expression darkens as he listens, sharp angles of his face tightening with each passing second. “Seriously? Even for a private flight?” Another pause. “Safety first, I get it.”

      He disconnects, running a hand through his hair with uncharacteristic agitation. “Charter’s grounded too. Too dangerous to attempt takeoff in these conditions.”

      “So you’re stuck as well?”

      “Looks that way.” Phoenix scans the increasingly agitated crowd forming around us.

      My mind races through alternatives—trains, buses, rental cars—each option dismissed as quickly as it forms.

      “I need to call my—” I stop, redirecting. “My friend. She’s expecting me home by Saturday.” I step away, fingers already dialing Jen’s number, heart pounding with the knowledge that I might break my promise to Melody.

      Jen answers on the second ring. “Please tell me you’re calling with good news about hot rockstar reunion sex.”

      “Jen,” I hiss, turning my back to Phoenix and lowering my voice. “There’s a massive blizzard hitting Chicago. All flights are grounded.”

      “Oh no.” The playfulness vanishes from her tone. “Melody will be disappointed, but she’s doing great. We finished the glitter pinecone ornament she’s been making for you. You should see it—the kitchen looks like a craft store exploded.”

      Despite my anxiety, warmth spreads through my chest at the image. “She’s okay?”

      “She’s having a blast. This morning she announced she’s going to be a ‘Christmas scientist’ when she grows up because mixing glue with glitter is ‘chemical magic.’”

      A small laugh escapes me. “That sounds like her.”

      “We’ve got everything covered here. The question is, how are you getting home?”

      “I don’t know.” The reality of my situation crashes back. “If planes aren’t flying, I don’t know what to do.”

      I can feel his presence behind me, the familiar way he takes up space in a room along with the scent of pine.

      “I’ll call you back,” I tell her, curiosity overriding immediate panic.

      Phoenix disconnects his call, a triumphant gleam in his eyes that instantly triggers my suspicion.

      “Problem solved,” he announces, tucking his phone into his pocket with a flourish. “We’ve got transportation.”

      “What kind of transportation?” I ask cautiously.

      “Tour bus. Not our usual luxury setup, but functional. It’ll be here in the morning.”

      “Going where?”

      “Nashville,” Phoenix says without hesitation. “I know you need to get home. The roads south are still open, and if we leave first thing, we can outrun the worst of the storm.”

      “Don’t you need to get back to L.A. to sip pina colada’s in a hot tub for Christmas?” I ask with a little too much hostility.

      “I’m not going to let you miss Christmas because of a weather system.” His directness catches me off guard, the calculation in his eyes replaced with something more genuine. “We can catch flights from Nashville to LA afterward.” He pauses. “Besides, Nashville is my hometown too. Maybe it’s time for a visit. Haven’t been back since...” He trails off, leaving the sentence unfinished, though we both know exactly when he left.

      Alarm bells ring in my head, but the alternative—missing Christmas with Melody—silences them completely.

      “So you’re offering me a ride?” I clarify, trying to sound professional despite the wild thumping of my heart.

      “Unless you’d prefer to be stranded in a Chicago hotel for Christmas.” His smile softens, a glimpse of the boy who once played songs on his guitar in my tiny apartment kitchen at 3 AM. “Come on, Elle. It’s only an eight-hour drive. How bad can it be? And we can do the interview on the bus. You’ll have eight hours of my undivided attention.”

      The promise in those words sends a shiver down my spine that has nothing to do with the blizzard threatening outside.

      Before I can respond, Rachel strides into the green room, spotting Phoenix and making her way toward us with purposeful steps.

      “This is why I hate Chicago,” she says without preamble, eyes flickering to me with recognition. “Oh, the reporter from Rhythm. Elle, right?”

      “Elle Winters,” I confirm, extending my hand. “We met briefly before the show.”

      “Rachel Davis.” Her handshake is firm, her gaze assessing but not unkind. “CEO of Left Turn Records and occasional miracle worker for temperamental rock stars.”

      “Not temperamental,” Phoenix protests. “I prefer passionate.” He raises his eyebrows at me.

      Rachel rolls her eyes. “I’ve been on the phone trying to find alternatives.”

      “I chartered a bus to Nashville,” Phoenix interjects smoothly.

      Rachel’s eyebrows climb toward her hairline.

      “Elle needs to get home for Christmas, and we can catch flights to LA from Nashville
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